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Two and a half minutes. That's how long Morgan sat at the stoplight, clutching his steering wheel waiting for the green arrow. For one hundred and fifty seconds he scolded himself for not rushing the yellow light. My life story right there, he thought.
It was almost one in the morning when the traffic light interrupted his night. It was a dark, cloudy night. The air had a certain heaviness about it, like snow would be soon falling again.
Morgan didn't want it to snow again, despite it now being the wee hours of Christmas Eve. He thought there was enough snow on the ground already. Too much maybe. He just wanted to hibernate, like a bear, until the springtime came around.
But Morgan was not a bear, so he had to wait at the stoplight at one in the morning all by himself The light turned green and he crept through the empty intersection. The tires crunched on the old snow. A trail of exhaust marked his path.
Morgan noted the rundown hotel on the left side of the street. It appeared to be even darker than its "closed for the holidays" neighbors. Dark curtains covered the backs of the windows, hiding its naked insides. He tried to remember the name of the hotel, but it was buried beneath years of memories.
His reminiscing was interrupted when he realized he was going to miss his turn. How could he forget it? It was the only reason he had come into town. He slammed on the brakes and swerved, eyeing the rearview mirror to make sure no one caught his slip of mind. Darkness stared right back.
He had pulled into the parking lot of Gilmore's, a family-style restaurant. It was one of the few twenty-four hour establishments in town, and the only one Morgan stopped at when he was around. In past summers he and old high school buddies would spend all night there drinking coffee, smoking cigarettes, and laughing at all the "regulars:'
He found a parking spot, not that it was hard to do since there were only four other cars there. He turned the car off and pulled the keys out of the ignition. He threw the door open and emerged from the car, stretching his stiff joints like he had just finished a four-hour drive, not the halfhour trip it really was.
The pavement was black-wet from the melting snow. Still, piles of it sat next to the building, covering the bushes that ran the perimeter of Gilmore's. Morgan let out a sigh, his breath dissipating right in front of him . It felt a lot warmer than it looked, however, but still Morgan shivered on his way to the door.
His hand reached for the cold black handle as the door opened. He didn't even notice the elderly couple coming out until they were half way out the door.
"Merry Christmas!" The man was a tall but stocky man with silver hair, a long dark coat and pants, and a red knitted scarf. His bride was considerably shorter than he, much thinner as well. Her dark curly hair was hidden under a white scarf.
She kept walking, ignoring Morgan.
Morgan forced a lifeless smile and a slight nod, avoiding any Christmas cheer.
He walked into the lobby. It was brightly lit and considerably warmer. A Christmas tree sat in the corner, drowning in red and green garland and enough primary colored lights for a tree twice its size.
A middle-aged woman in a maroon collared shirt and black slacks came out from a room in back behind the counter with the cash register on it. A bright smile appeared on her face. Morgan glanced at the girl in the booth next to his. She was concentrating on a book. He couldn't read the title, but it was a mammoth of a book. Must have been 750 pages. By his estimation she was three-quarters way through.
Then like a phantom of cheer, the waitress appeared at the table with a coffee mug, a copper-colored coffee pot, and a small dish of cream packets. "Here's your coffee!" She poured some into his mug, spilling some on the table. Her hands were shaking. Morgan thought she should probably be drinking decaf as well, but fought the urge to say so out loud. He gave her half a smile. He opened the menu unsure of how hungry he was. After a few brief moments oflooking at the photos of perfect specimens he decided on a simple breakfast. He always did like the pancakes there, and sausage always sounded good.
He glanced up and accidentally crossed eyes with the girl at the next booth.
She wasn't extremely attractive, at least not by Cosmo standards, but he wouldn't say she wasn't pretty. She was thin, but her body hid under a hooded sweatshirt.
Her brown straight hair was tied back in a tight ponytail.
She smiled. Morgan quickly looked away. He felt like he had been staring at her. He looked at the menu but didn't actually look at it. After a moment his eyes stole a glance at the girl again. He couldn't help it. He was staring, but didn't know why. He already had a girlfriend. He corrected himself. He used to have a girlfriend. But he didn't need one now.
But the girl had gone back to reading her book anyway, and he was history to her. Forgotten. This made him feel sad, oddly. After a moment her eyes rose and met his again. She smiled again.
"You're staring:' Her smile told him she was okay being stared at. He looked deeply into her eyes. They were blue, calm. Much more kind than the eyes of the waitress, but still intense. She had pale skin; slight blemishes added the only color to her face, contoured by her thin nose.
Morgan searched for the words to describe her, but "intriguing" kept coming to mind. Maybe there was attraction there. Maybe she would be worth his time. her sick. The thought that she had become the abused girlfriend made her sick.
And still she sat on that couch.
The couch itself was tattered and ragged, golden brown in color. There were dark stains scattered throughout the material, leaving it stiff, almost crusty. They had gotten it second-or third-hand, so those stains could have been anything (though she had a sneaking suspicion most were blood and semen.) After awhile she began to care less and less as the rest of the apartment began to match it.
Jo was watching their television set, but not really watching it. Just staring at it. Analyzing it. The television audience cheered and yelled at some anonymous game show contestant, but she didn't hear it. Another channel let out the last lines of "What Child Is This" before cutting to break, butJo was already somewhere else.
She was concentrating on the cold, grey cinderblocks on which the TV sat. Analyzing the frayed carpet that ran the dimensions of the room. It was a sick green color, which did a better job of hiding its stains than the couch, but not by much. The whole apartment had become stained. Her life. Stained. She just wanted to cry. The grungy room looked how she felt. Deteriorated.
She wasn't always like this. And neither was her boyfriend. He didn't always treat her this poorly. Or ifhe did she didn't see it. At first. Two years ago. Now it was painfully obvious. She felt like everyone was staring at the mess she had gotten into.
She couldn't even say where he was for sure. The only thing she knew for certain was that he'd be a drunken mess when he returned. He always did this. They would fight and he would run away and return late at night, full of booze. But she had had enough. She couldn't keep on like this. Tears began to well in her eyes.
Her ribs seemed to pulsate in agony.
A live studio audience's cheers cut through the television static, startling her. "I need to get out of here:'
She reached between two of the cushions on the couch, fishing for something.
Her fingers brushed against the cold wooden handle. The handle she had planted, for a time when she was stronger. She didn't need to look at it to know about the sharp metal blade attached to handle.
Jo heard footsteps outside the apartment. Her hand squeezed the handle. The television set cheered again. With her other hand she turned the television off and tossed the remote to the floor, leaving her alone in the lamp's glow waiting for the footsteps to get to their door. Jo paused for a moment. Morgan's heart stopped. She opened her purse and dug out a small piece of paper and a blue pen. She leaned over the table and wrote on the piece of paper and folded it up. She turned to him and her eyes said "yes:'
She put the paper in his hands and they headed for the lobby.
Vanessa was in the lobby counting money. She looked up with a grin on her:
face. "Good night! See you soon, darling! " Then the smile shut off and her body shrunk down when she went back to counting money.
Jo walked outside and Morgan followed. She was the first to speak. "Well, I
